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Tm:

STATE OF READING IN THE STATE OF MICIIlGAN

really measure what counts in our schools, we will only count what we can measure. This has had a
detrimental effect on teaching literacy, which is best built on creativity and used authentically-neither
of which can be measured by paper and pencil tests that are graded by machines.

*

Knowing how to read doesn't make people good or smart. It opens the doors of opportunity to the
possibilities of the human imagination and the fulfillment of the human spirit.

It is one of the most important jobs anyone can do. It has been a rewarding way to spend my adult life.

Less Is More, If It's Done Well
BY

B.

JOYCE WIENCEK

OAKLAND UNIVERSITY

I

n an era in American culture where More, More, More seems to be the optimum word, I
want to suggest that more, particularly in terms ofliteracy education may not be the right
choice. Perhaps the better answer in literacy education is for teachers and students to do
less and do it extremely well. In the essay that follows I will provide two examples of how
less is more for students if it's done well.

Comprehension is an extremely hot topic in classrooms today. Books such as Mosaic of Thought
(Keene & Zimmerman, 1997), Strategies That Work:
Teaching Comprehension to Enhance Understanding
(Harvey & Goudvis, 2000), Guided Comprehension:
A Teaching Model for Grades 3-8 (McLaughlin &
Allen, 2002), and Reading with Meaning: Teaching
Comprehension in the Primary Grades (Miller, 2002)
provide teachers with many, many ideas, lessons, and
recipes for helping students develop a rich array of
comprehension strategies. Yet as Pressley and Block
suggest in Comprehension Instruction: ResearchBased Best Practices (2002), there are a small core of
"well-validated comprehension strategies" (p. 390),
that good readers repeatedly report using. These
core comprehension strategies include using prior
knowledge when reading text, using imagery, setting
purposes for reading, self-questioning during reading,
determining cause and effects, and summarizing. Why
not teach readers beginning in the primary grades
and continuing on through the elementary grades

this core group of strategies and teach them very well
rather than teach students lists that often number
as high as 20 to 30 strategies. I have personally seen
many of these lists in classrooms in our state. I have
observed that when teachers begin to teach more
strategies, they merely mention or expose students
rather than teaching for automaticity and ownership
of the strategies. Pressley and Block both strongly
advocate explicit strategy instruction that begins with
modeling and direct explanation of what the teacher
is doing with text so that students know why and how
to effectively use strategies. They also advocate for
the instructional process to then follow the gradual
release of responsibility model (Pearson & Gallagher,
1983) where students take over responsibility for
using these strategies until they can do them automatically and effectively. Pressley and Block also
suggest that teachers need to help students learn to
coordinate the use of these strategies so that they
can be used as needed when engaging with text. One
final point needs to be made clear when we talk about
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less is more if it's done well with comprehension, and
that is teachers must use comprehension strategies
and monitor their own understanding while reading if
they are to successfully teach students (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997; Pressley & Block, 2002). To be a good
teacher of comprehension a teacher must be a reader
who uses comprehension strategies automatically and
fluently.

My second example for less is more if it's done well
is assessment and the Michigan Literacy Progress
Profile (MLPP). Talk about a good idea that's lost its
value and you might well be speaking of the MLPP.
Originally the MLPP was meant to be a toolbox of
assessments that classroom teachers could use as
needed with students when they had questions about
why a student wasn't making progress or to identify
specific student strengths. Today the MLPP has
grown to be an assessment monster that echoes this
MORE, MORE, MORE is better theme of our culture.
Is it really necessary to assess every child? And does
assessment and meaningless pages of records that
show students were assessed really have value? I
am very concerned! MLPP assessment eats up large
chunks of valuable instructional time, and I wonder
if students really benefit. I hear comments constantly
from teachers, such as "Oh, I'm required to do running records every marking period on every child, so I
give it and record it." I have never heard any teacher
tell me how it helped them understand children and
informed their instruction. However, I do hear them
talk about all the weeks they spend at least twice a
year giving a battery of MLPP tests to appease their
districts and the state of Michigan. What I hear from
good teachers over and over again is, "Joyce, I already
knew what the assessments told me from working
with the child in small groups and in daily instruction." So what have we gained and what have we lost?
Is the MLPP merely another attempt to teacher-proof
the classroom? Or is the MLPP another example of a
good idea taken to the extreme? One merely need to
look to the work of Morris and Slavin (2003) to find a
quick assessment tool that will reveal much of what
teachers need to know about young readers and their
development. In my opinion, the notion of implementing the MLPP for all students in classrooms is an
ineffective practice and is also not good for teachers.
Teachers attend a week's worth of training that is
delivered and too often doesn't stick. They are not
given adequate time to learn about the cueing systems
and to practice analyzing running records using
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them. Teachers return to the classroom with 20 to
30 students and become frustrated when they cannot administer and analyze the tasks in a confident
manner. Again, better training of fewer assessments
that are truly needed would benefit not only teachers
but students as well.
Let me make myself clear, I am dedicated to helping
teachers become knowledgeable professionals, but a
week's worth of training and a notebook won't make
that happen. Good professional development happens slowly over time. If we look at the research on
teacher research communities (Meyers & Rust, 2003)
and communities of practice (Wenger, McDermott, &
Snyder, 2002) we see that there are better models of
professional development. Again, I reiterate, Less is
More If It's Done Well. Let's chose a few core assessments that can be done as needed with students and
let the MLPP become what it was meant to be-a
toolbox that teachers can use as needed. Instead
of districts spending money on substitutes to cover
classrooms while teachers are giving the MLPP to all
students, funds could be allocated so that teachers can
effectively diagnose students who are experiencing
difficulties and provide the necessary instruction to
them.
In closing, I care deeply about public schools, teachers. and students, but I think it is time for educators
at every level-from administrator to classroom
teacher-to step back and ask the question, "What
is the purpose in assessing all students?" And more
importantly, "Is this helping all our students become
better readers?" Maybe more isn't always the answer
to our problems. Perhaps doing less and doing it well
is the answer.

References
Harvey, S., & Goudvis, A. (2000). Strategies that
work: Teaching comprehension to enhance
understanding. NY: Stenhouse.
Keene, E.O. & Zimmerman, S. (1997). Mosaic of
thought: Teaching comprehension in a reader's
workshop. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
McLaughlin, M., & Allen, M.B. (2001). Guided
comprehension: A teaching model for grades
3-8. Newark, DE: International Reading
Association.
Meyers, E., & Rust, F. (Eds.). (2003). Taking action
with teacher research. Portsmouth, NH:
Heinemann.

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

THE

Miller, D. (2002). Reading with meaning: Teaching
comprehension in the primary grades. New
York: Stenhouse.
Morris, D. & Slavin, R. (2003). Every child reading.
New York: Allyn and Bacon
Pearson, P.D., & Gallagher, M.C. (1983). The
instruction
of reading
comprehension.
Com temporary Educational Psychology, 8,
317-344.

STATE OF READING IN THE STATE OF MicmGAN

Pressley, M., & Block, C.C. (2002). Summing up. In C.C.
Block & M. Pressley (Eds.). Comprehension
instruction: Research-based best practices. (pp.
383-392). New York: Guilford Press.
Wenger, E., McDermott, R., & Snyder, W.M. (2002).
Cultivating communities of practice. Harvard,
MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Reading in Michigan
BY RUTH FREEMAN

MADONNA UNIVERSITY

I

have been in education long enough to see reading instructional philosophies and
methods come and go several times. Until the last third of the twentieth century,
reading was defined as decoding. Instruction included the scripted approach of the
basal reader teacher's manual and the innovative pretest-instruction-posttest design.
Recognition that reading might be more than decoding, that reading meant comprehending
the text, demanded that we use material from which readers could construct meaning.
This led to revisions in the structure of basal readers and more meaningful selections. An
even more radical response was the literature approach to teaching reading using trade books. Some teachers
interpreted the "constructing meaning" definition of reading as a mandate to ignore teaching the strategies that
lead to independence in decoding. Fortunately, most knowledgeable teachers never abandoned the use of a broad
range of teaching approaches that met the needs of the many individuals who were learning to read in supportive environments. Currently, in response to unrealistic measures of student performance and over-reliance
on test results that misrepresent student achievement, many failed curricula are being recycled and foisted upon
educators who do not remember that it is teaching ability that makes the difference to learners, not the program
adopted by the school district.
Many years ago I heard John Manning of the Univerknowledge of the literacy process with their knowledge
sity of Minnesota, a past president of the International
of child development to offer their students the most
supportive and appropriate range of experiences to
Reading Association, say that the most effective
promote literacy achievement. I support the view that
teachers were those who had the most extensive
knowledge is constructed by learners, and that conknowledge base. My experience has confirmed that
cepts discovered in the course of learning are salient
claim. I believe that teachers whose work falls into
to students. Salient concepts are more easily rememthe "best practice" category are those who have
bered. Therefore, the current return to failed prescripinvested time and energy to become as well-versed and
tive teaching appears to me to be counterproductive.
competent as possible. They are able to combine their
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